that it was highly contagious, and that the Eclair had unwittingly seeded the outbreak on Boa Vista. But this conclusion was, shall we say, politically inconvenient -it would have put the friendly relationship between Britain and Portugal at risk, and would have supported the quarantining of British ships arriving from the Caribbean and Africa, thus disrupting trade. To settle the matter, the British government commissioned a scientific report hoping that it would prove that the fever experienced by the crew of the Eclair was not contagious, and instead due to the stale air found below deck, and that the outbreak on Boa Vista was due to the heavy rains the region had recently endured. In a scenario that sounds all too familiar, when the report supported the contagion hypothesis the government rejected its conclusions and commissioned a second, much less scientific, report that would come up with the answer they were looking for.
In chronological order, Harrison charts the major epidemic outbreaks of some of the most feared diseases of the last few hundred years, including plague, cholera and yellow fever, and ending with the SARS and swine flu pandemics. However, do not be fooled by the title of Harrison's book. Although it inevitably touches on the association between trade and the spread of disease, the book is less about how commerce has spread disease and more about efforts to control the In 1844, a Royal Navy steam ship, the Eclair, spent five months off the coast of Sierra Leone, intending to intercept slave ships. At the end of their tour, the crew were allowed ashore where (perhaps predictably) some of them became so ridiculously drunk that it was a few days before they had recovered and were able to return to the ship and begin their journey back to Britain. Four weeks later, fever and black vomiting had killed about 15 of the crew of 146. The crew would have been well aware of the dangers posed by disease -succumbing to 'recurrent fever' (presumably malaria) was considered an occupational hazard of travelling to the region, but the severity of the malady afflicting the Eclair must have come as a wholly unpleasant surprise. In its plight, the ship anchored offshore at Boa Vista, one of the Portuguese Cape Verde Islands. Despite the segregation of the healthy from the sick, the disease continued to spread rapidly and the death toll rose. The Eclair eventually limped back to Portsmouth, where it was promptly put into quarantine -no one was allowed off the 'pest ship', no matter how sick. By this point, almost 100 of the original crew had died, and more perished while in quarantine.
In Contagion: How Commerce Has Spread Disease, Mark Harrison, a professor of the history of medicine at the University of Oxford, recounts the story of the Eclair, not because he is particularly concerned by the plight of the crew, but because of the political debate once the ship arrived at Portsmouth; a debate complicated by the fact that nearly a tenth of the native islanders of Boa Vista, and half of the European residents, died of a virulent disease soon after the visit of the Eclair. To many at the time, including the British Superintendent of Quarantine, it was obvious that the crew had contracted Yellow Fever,
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Yellow Fever in Buenos Aires by Juan Manuel Blanes, 1871, Wellcome Library, London. most jarring during his discussion on the two pandemics so far this century, SARS and swine flu. When discussing SARS, he describes media coverage as 'alarmist', suggests that public health workers used the outbreak to demonstrate that their field was still relevant, and claims that firm actions by governments, such as imposing quarantine and closing schools, were more about restoring the confidence of investors than anything else. He even goes as far as to question whether the disease might have simply died out 'naturally'. Although Harrison's insights into how governments reacted during the SARS outbreak are fascinating, readers might interpret his arguments differently if given more information on the biology and epidemiology of the virus. For example, early in the outbreak it was not known that patients were only infectious when symptomatic, and it was only this fact that meant that spread of the disease could be halted through public health measures and that the dire predictions of some epidemiologists were not realised. Similarly, he suggests that the high number of projected deaths from swine flu were "used to garner more resources for a hitherto beleaguered branch of medicine". But Harrison fails to explain that in the early days of the outbreak all evidence pointed towards swine flu being much more virulent than it turned out to be. Despite these quibbles, Harrison provides an illuminating account of the political and economic repercussions of epidemic disease in the past and in the modern era.
Contagion is not for the faint of heart. It is rich in historical detail, and all of the resources are meticulously referenced, but there is little on what life was like for those affected by infectious disease, and even less on the biology of the pathogens, making for a very dry read. Indeed, the story of the Eclair stands out as one of the few accounts in the book where the reader can get a real sense of the characters involved and can fully engage with the narrative. Nevertheless, the book gives us a convincing insight into how the spread of infectious disease has profoundly influenced international politics and trade, and for this it should be applauded.
Department of Infectious Disease
Epidemiology, School of Public Health, Imperial College London, St. Mary's Campus, London W2 1PG, UK. E-mail: k.lythgoe@imperial.ac.uk spread of disease, and how disease has been used as an excuse to control commerce. As we saw with the Eclair incident, one of the major themes of the book is how scientific understanding has been manipulated to serve the political interests of those in power.
At the risk of gross oversimplification, Harrison describes two schools of thought that have surrounded our understanding of what we now know to be infectious disease: the contagionists, who believed in the transmission of disease by people, animals and goods, and the non-contagionists, who were more inclined to blame meteorological conditions, or filthy air. Of course, most people did not fall neatly into one camp or the other, such as those who believed in contagion, but only when the meteorological conditions were right, but these were the general tendencies. As a general rule, the contagionists were more cautious in nature, often arguing in favour of the quarantine of ships to prevent the spread of disease, whereas non-contagionists were opposed to quarantine and instead extolled the virtues of democracy and free trade. Harrison not only documents the theories of the time surrounding our changing understanding of infectious disease and the measures used to control it, but also describes how measures to prevent disease have been abused for political and economic gain.
Unfortunately, Harrison often seems reluctant to reveal our current biological understanding of infectious disease, for example, that malaria and yellow fever require mosquitos, that rodents are the primary host of plague, and that cholera is spread through contaminated drinking water. By making this knowledge explicit, it might have enabled the twenty-first century reader to be a little more sympathetic to the scientists, physicians and politicians of the time who subscribed to the noncontagionist view. For example, at a time when almost nothing was known about the natural history of malaria, it would have been eminently sensible to blame the increased incidence of the disease at certain times of the year on meteorological conditions. Although I find most of Harrison's arguments convincing, omitting the biological detail makes it easier to support his thesis that scientific knowledge has frequently been manipulated to serve the interests of those making the decisions.
This lack of integration of scientific knowledge into Harrison's narrative is Around the time I started at university, I got interested in animal behaviour after reading the books of Dian Fossey, Jane Goodall and Konrad Lorenz. Fortunately, in the early 90s Vienna became a great place to study animal behaviour because of the diversity of fields and approaches covered by different working groups, from behavioural ecology and physiology to human ethology. I took every possible course and soon wondered about the lack of cognitive questions aside in the primate literature. I nevertheless got hooked on such kinds of questions and didn't have to think for long when I got the chance to join a newly formed group on animal learning and concept formation. They also had a colony of common marmosets, which I chose as subjects for my first scientific studies.
Thomas Bugnyar
How did you come to study ravens? As a student, I visited a friend at the Konrad Lorenz Research Station in the Austrian Alps who had just hand-raised a group of ravens. When I saw the playfulness of these birds, I was struck by the richness of their behavioural repertoire -they reminded me more of puppy dogs than of normal songbirds. I was also fascinated by the curious way they can look at you, which reminded
